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Abstract 
In this article, I argue for an acknowledgement of the significance of the dancer’s role in the creation of 
independent contemporary dance. I propose the term ‘moving identity’ to outline the independent 
contemporary dancer’s ‘way of moving’ which could be perceived as the accumulation of various factors 
including training approaches, choreographic movement traces and anatomical structures. The concept of the 
moving identity allows us to appreciate the dancer’s unique signature movement style as the collation of 
embodied experiences into a unique way of moving. However, the moving identity is also open to change 
when the dancer encounters new choreography and the choreographer. Professional dance training produces 
particular types of dancers, depending on the techniques with which they engage. I demonstrate how the 
independent contemporary dancer troubles this distinctiveness by engaging with a multitude of movement 
styles and approaches throughout a career. This leads me to a fresh description of the dancer’s activity 
through the lens of Deleuzean concepts of multiplicity and de-stratification. Finally, I propose a definition of 
the dancer as a fluid and mutable body-in-flux with the creative potential to significantly influence the 
outcome of the choreographic process. 
 




This paper summarises the outcomes of research that was undertaken for a practice based PhD and 
which has emerged out of my practice as a contemporary dancer during a career that has spanned 
almost 20 years (Roche 2009).1 It is drawn from the first-person perspective and links practical 
experience to a theoretical framework formed from the postmodern philosophy of Gilles Deleuze 
and Félix Guattari (1987), Michel Foucault (1977) and Rosi Braidotti (2000; 2002) as well as 
notable dance writers such as Susan Leigh Foster (1992; 2005) and Ann Cooper Albright (1997). 
Additionally, the article incorporates some input from a group of ten contemporary dancers at 
various stages of their careers from Europe, the USA and Australia, who contributed to my PhD 
research through interviews and practicalworkshops.2  
Although this article presents a theoretical appraisal of the dancer’s practice, it draws 
primarily from research outcomes resulting from studio work. There is little current research 
available from dancers interrogating the dance-making process and I posit that this is an important 
and innovative research perspective. For example, when compiling The Routledge dance studies 
reader, Alexandra Carter (1998: 53) commented: ‘The difficulty was in finding writing by dancers 
at all, especially on their experiences of performance’. 
Currently, across dance studies, choreographies are usually discussed as representational 
of the choreographer, with less attention focused on the dancers who also bring the work into 
being. As well as devaluing the contribution that the dancer makes to the choreographic process, 
the dancer’s elision from mainstream discourse deprives the art form of a rich source of insight 
into the incorporating practices of dance. The emergence of the independent dancer, who operates 
outside a company structure and canonical dance styles, has made a paradigmatic shift in 
dancemaking. Thus we require new definitions of the divisions of labour in choreographic 
practice. Repositioning the dancer as interrogator of the dance-making process affects a change in 
power balance and perspective that has political implications for the dancer’s positioning as a self 
reflective and creative entity. 
The emergent hypothesis from this research is that the dancer has a ‘moving identity’ that 
is both an individual way of moving and a process of incorporating different movement 
experiences in training and in professional practice. The article explores this notion in detail, 
particularly the way in which the dancer’s moving identity impacts on the choreographic process. 
I begin with an exploration of how the dancer is formed through training experiences, highlighting 
the power of movement as an ‘inculcating practice’. Through the use of text by Susan Leigh 
Foster (1992) who presents a Foucauldian3 view of the dancing body, available to be inscribed 
upon by various dance techniques, I demonstrate how independent dance practice perturbs, 
through emergent possibilities, the distinctiveness of specific dance styles.4 
 
 
1. Shaping the bodymind: dance techniques 
In the acquisition of dance technique during professional training, the young dancer must 
incorporate ‘other’ ways of moving to build up a repertoire of movement possibilities. In as much 
as this presents the possibility for expansion, this process also limits the body’s potential 
expressivity by defining correct and incorrect movement choices. These choices are usually based 
on aesthetic principles that correspond with anatomical understanding of how the body functions. 
In her 1992 text Dancing bodies, Foster (1992: 482) posits that ‘the daily practical participation of 
a body in any of these [training] disciplines makes of it a body – of – ideas’. She reveals that the 
dancer is trained through a relationship with a projected ‘ideal’ body. For example, she states 
that in Graham technique: 
 
The ideal body . . . even as it manifests an agile responsiveness, also shows in the strained 
quality and definition of its musculature the ordeal of expression.  
                                                                                                            (Foster 1992: 486) 
 
According to Foster (1992: 486), this is in contrast to classical ballet wherein the ideal 
body performs complex phrases ‘with lyrical effortlessness’, and also different to (Isadora) 
Duncan technique which projects ‘simplicity in its movement and harmony with the self’. The 
attempt to embody the ideal was described by one of the professional contemporary dancers, who 
participated in a workshop held in Dublin on 9 August 2005, as part of practice-based PhD 
research by this author. The participant wrote about the frustration of marrying her ‘mental 
imaging’ with the material body which is subject to specific limitations: 
 
The internal experience of dancing, the mental imaging, and the observation of it are like three 
different bodies. The mental imaging – the dancing in my head – is weightless, free from 
obstacles such as gravity or anatomy, free from the body itself. So there is an inherent 
contradiction or aggravation in realising my mental dance realm with a body operating under 
different rules to my imagination.  
           (Research participant in Roche 2009: 8) 
 
From outside the dance field, Fernando and Alfonso de Toro (1995: iv) write of the 
similarities of both purpose and operation of modernism and colonialism, stating that ‘their 
perennial thrust is systemically outward, their justification endemically exclusionary and esoteric’. 
The relationship between modernism and colonialism seems to have resonance for dance training 
in particular. The modern dance techniques that are mentioned above have been brought into 
industrialised5 training systems within institutional structures that often are modelled on the ballet 
academy. Indeed, according to Sally Gardner (2007), the ‘one-size fits all’ institutional training 
programmes run counter to the ‘artisan’ origins of modern dance, which arose in opposition to the 
uniformity of ballet. 
Dance training entails a relationship to the incorporation of ‘otherness’ that could be 
considered, in the extreme, to reflect the colonising process as described by de Toro and de Toro 
(1995). Although this connection may seem tenuous, institutional training that employs industrial 
processes to train dancers can erase the individual dancer’s body expressivity. The process of 
operating under the principles of a dance technique that maintains its position as an unachievable 
‘ideal’ may create feelings of inadequacy and low self-worth that are similar to the experience of 
post-colonialism as identified by Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin (1989). Ashcroft 
and colleagues (1989: 9) outline the key issues for the colonised as the inability to verbalise the 
post-colonial experience through the tongue of the coloniser; a conflicted relationship between 
‘self and place’ and a ‘crisis in self image’. Thus, modern dance training techniques taught in a 
conservatoire setting could be seen to colonise the body. This perhaps has deep implications for 
the dancer when negotiating issues of identity, and could explain many of the challenges dancers 
face in contributing their unique perspectives to dance discourse.  
Dance scholar Geraldine Morris (2003: 21) has examined training in classical ballet, 
noting that ballet dancers become unconsciously inculcated into the specific culture of ballet and 
this ‘affects their movement and thought processes’. She states that they are ‘balletically 
constructed individuals’. Dance writer Ann Cooper Albright (1997: 54) also identifies ‘the cultural 
ideologies that are literally incorporated into contemporary dance’ and more profoundly, she 
highlights ‘the meanings sewn into the neuromusculature of the body’. This indicates the deep 
impact of practices incorporated within human subjects and the way in which dancers are formed 
as individuals through the training systems with which they engage. 
Dance techniques imprint heavily on the body. This is evident whether watching dancers 
who are trained specifically in classical ballet, Graham Technique or Cunningham Technique. 
Feminist writer Elizabeth Grosz (1994) reiterates Foucault’s (1977) theories of the body as a 
surface for cultural inscription. Affirming the impossibility of a pre-cultural, a-historical body, 
Grosz (1994:142) adds: 
 
The naked . . . body is . . . marked by its disciplinary history, by its habitual patterns of 
movement, by the corporeal commitments it has undertaken in day-to-day life. 
 
However, while acknowledging the powerful impact they have to shape young dancers, it 
must not be assumed that dance techniques represent closed systems. Paradoxically, as techniques 
are utilised to clarify and codify movement, they are also subjected to change and modification 
through various (re) incorporations. For example, classical ballet has changed significantly from 
the beginning of the 20th century to the current day. Furthermore, dancers do not ‘perform’ 
technique, but rather choreography, which even within clearly defined styles is open to adaptation 
across dance pieces. Dance critic Jean-Marc Adolphe (2002: 301), explains how Martha Graham 
did not regard the dance technique she developed as a closed and rigid system: 
 
When she was asked at the end of her life about the proliferation of techniques that carried her 
name, Martha Graham claimed to have never developed a rigidly set technique and to still be 
at a stage of research. 
 
Nevertheless, modern dance techniques have become uprooted from their origins as 
choreographic styles in order to reside within institutional dance training systems. Arguably, they 
have also been frozen into codified, stable forms where an implicit sense of purity is conveyed 
through the projections of the ideal body. Of course, concurrent with the striving for this ideal is 
the student’s inability to fully master it in its abstract (or disembodied) perfection. After all, it is 
an abstracted dance technique interacting with the nervous system of the dancer’s material ‘body-
in-flux’. 
 
2. Breaking boundaries: the independent contemporary dancer 
In the understanding that dance styles shape the dancing body, how does this Foucauldian 
model of inscription apply to the independent contemporary dancer, who incorporates and 
embodies many different movement styles and not only one?  
Independent choreographers have emerged through the development of ‘originary’6 
choreographic ways of moving which arose in reaction to canonical movement techniques such as 
Graham, Cunningham and classical ballet (Foster 2005:113). The independent dance scene 
proliferated in the 1970s in the UK and this is widely regarded as being influenced from earlier 
experimentations out of the Judson Dance Theatre in New York in the 1960s. The experimental 
approaches, which grew out of the Judson era, also resonated throughout different western 
theatrical dance cultures worldwide. With the development of the independent choreographer, 
who often works periodically on a project basis, the independent dancer emerged. This type of 
dancer nomadically traverses between different creative environments led by different 
choreographers. 
Work as a freelance dancer has become a viable career and is aided by the growth of 
infrastructure for dance throughout Europe and the USA, which took place within schools, 
festivals, dance spaces/venues, producers and resource agencies. Company-based dancers working 
within specific styles continue to develop alongside independent dance and may also cross 
between these fields of professional activity. Independent dance trends have developed in different 
ways in different cultures, and this creates variations in how the independent dancer operates and 
is regarded from country to country. Indeed, this research emerges primarily from work taking 
place in Ireland, the UK and North America, with less focus on trends in continental Europe. 
However, there are sufficient consistencies that make it possible to examine this as a particular 
type of creative practice across national boundaries, not least because independent dancers often 
operate within highly fluid international networks. 
The shift from discreet choreographic styles to a proliferation of many unique ways of 
moving, which is exemplified in the activity of the independent dancer, creates legitimate 
concerns about the potential to lose choreographic distinctiveness from dance piece to dance 
piece. In her early text, Foster (1992: 495) characterises the type of dancer that engages with many 
different choreographers as a ‘hired body’, merging the differences of many dance approaches. 
She states that this type of body is ‘a purely physical object, [which] can be made over into 
whatever look one desires’ (Foster 1992: 494). 
Foster (1992) claims that this type of dancer loses distinctiveness through incorporating a 
multitude of styles. British dancer and choreographer Emilyn Claid (2006) broached this issue 
from the perspective of her time as artistic director of Extemporary Dance Theatre (beginning in 
1981), a repertory dance company based in London. Writing of her endeavour to incorporate the 
work of a number of different choreographers, each with a distinct choreographic style into the 
company’s repertoire, she stated: 
 
I had underestimated the time it took for bodies to re-learn through somatic attention, despite 
their willingness to do so … Embodying a different style for each piece proved exhausting and 
unfeasible. There was no time to let go, un-do, re-think and allow the body-mind knowledge 
to do its work. (Claid 2006: 137) 
 
The resulting overall movement style in the company was, according to Claid (2006: 
140), a  ‘middle mush’; ‘the thick, solid place that dancing can become when movement is 
predictable…having lost the play between precise points’. Although Claid (2006) is writing about 
working with a repertory company rather than the independent ‘dancer for hire’ that Foster (1992) 
describes, her text is an example of an historical moment when canonical dance styles were 
breaking down through the emergence of circumstances that formed the independent dancer. It 
also reveals the challenge of successfully incorporating a number of different movement styles in 
succession. In a recent interview, Australian dancer Rebecca Hilton (Roche 2009) spoke of 
enjoying the clarity of working with one choreographer for an extended period of time and the 
clearly defined ‘boundaries’ that determined the choreographic style of the work: 
 
I liked diving into this really clear aesthetic, like a boundary. If I do this [movement] I’m in a 
Stephen Petronio piece and if I do this [movement], I’m not.  
                                                                                                   (Hilton in Roche 2009: 22) 
 
The dancer’s body in the 21st century, ‘un-hooked’ from the canon of dance techniques to 
follow a variety of choreographic styles, can embody a multitude of shapes and forms. Dancers 
who take this particular career path have much to convey about the body’s potential to express 
many (even mutually conflicting) movement forms. 
The independent contemporary dancer demonstrates the body’s ability to display a range 
of dance styles. Yet, these styles also leave their mark as movement traces which can form the 
dancer’s particular movement signature. Like layers of sediment, which settle over time, these 
movement traces congeal into a repertoire of movement options that outwardly display the 
individuality of the independent dancer’s career path. Monika Langer (1989: 33), after French 
phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908–1961), writes about the accumulation of these 
movement traces: 
 
This haunting of the present by a particular past experience is possible because we all carry 
our past with us insofar as its structures have become ‘sedimented’ in our habitual body. 
 
2.1. The dancing self: embodied multiplicity 
Philosopher and cognitive scientist Shaun Gallagher (2005) describes the intricate connection 
between embodiment and cognition that is useful in characterising the complexity of the 
independent dancer’s negotiation of identity in relation to choreographic movement: 
 
Movement and the registration of that movement in a developing proprioceptive system (that 
is, a system that registers its own self-movement) contributes to the self-organizing 
development of neuronal structures responsible not only for motor action, but for the way we 




This attests to the power that choreographic movement has to profoundly impact upon the 
dancer’s sense of self. 
Foster’s description of the dancer’s self presents the performative congealing of a 
displayed persona that seems to be activated through movement. She states that each canonical 
technique forms a specific ‘performing self’ and this self, ‘in relation with the body, performs the 
dance’ (Foster 1992: 485). In Graham technique, ‘the dancer’s perceived body, always lacking 
either in integration or articulation, must struggle to become more than it is – a quest that in turn, 
strengthens and sensitizes the self’ (Foster 1992: 492). This description seems problematic in 
relation to current writing on concepts of multiplicity, by postmodern philosophers such as 
Deleuze and Guattari, Slavoj Žižek and Braidotti. From a Deleuzean perspective, Žižek 
(2004) writes about the concept of self: 
 
A Self is precisely an entity without any substantial density, without any hard kernel that 
would guarantee its consistency. The consistency of self is thus purely virtual; it is as if it were 
an Inside that appears only when viewed from the Outside, on the interface – screen – the 
moment we penetrate the interface and endeavor to grasp the Self ‘substantially’, as it is ‘in 
itself’, it disappears like sand between our fingers. (117) 
 
 
Foster (1992) identifies how the dancing self is formed through aligning with a specific 
dance technique. Is she referring to the dancer’s performance presence or the construction of a 
particular embodied identity that congeals over time? Perhaps she is describing the different kinds 
of selves formed in different techniques as a ‘settling’ of embodied acts into something of an 
identity. Therefore, this identity becomes located in and activated through movement. Although 
this ‘performative self’ may be ‘insubstantial’ when opened up to scrutiny, it may also be 
experienced as very real for the audience and dancer in the moment of performance. If this is true, 
do independent contemporary dancers change identities from piece to piece, or do they display a 
recognisable consistency in approach, which Claid (2006) suggests and is concerned about? 
It could be said that in contrast to a specific ‘performative self’, galvanized through 
participation in a singular dance technique, the independent contemporary dancer transforms from 
each project to the next, destabilising notions of a unitary self. This aligns with the postmodern 
Deleuzean view of multiplicity that regards individuals as multiplicities, and subjectivity as ‘not a 
stable given; . . . but rather a ‘collective’ subjectivity which is to be produced’ (Marks 1998: 1).  
The practice of dancers who work within only one canonical technique such as 
Cunningham or Graham also provokes questions about multiple performing selves, agency and 
identity, but these practices are not the subject of this paper. Furthermore, there is a clearer sense 
of movement consistency evident in these practices. Therefore, it is through the complexity and 
sheer variety of an independent contemporary dancer’s career path that the question of multiplicity 
can be observed in sharper focus. 
 
2.2. Many bodies in one: the moving identity 
As we have seen above, the independent contemporary dancer is defined, not through a specific 
style of movement, but rather through the engagement with many different choreographic 
approaches. This makes it more difficult to categorise movement styles within contemporary 
choreography as they vary greatly and are often influenced by both canonical techniques and 
somatic approaches. Yet there are stylistic consistencies that locate each independent dancer as an 
individual. Therefore, through my research and practice, I have settled on the notion of the 
‘moving identity’, a term that identifies the dancer in action, dancing, rather than a pedestrian 
everyday embodied self. The dancer’s ‘moving identity’ is the result of the accumulation of 
choreographic movement incorporations and training influences. It holds traces of past 
embodiments that are also available to the dancer to be re-embodied again. Thus the moving 
identity highlights the underlying sense of consistency in how the dancer moves and could be 
regarded as the movement signature that the dancer forms throughout a career path.  
The moving identity also refers to the social and psychophysical realms of the dancer’s 
experiential terrain, creating potentialities for the dancer to interrogate her/his practice through 
revealing personal narratives. For example, as part of the series of research workshops in Dublin, 
mentioned in section 1, I asked the participant dancers to write about whether they possessed a 
moving identity. One participant wrote: 
 
I have patterns in my movement, so yes, I have a moving identity. The identity has been 
formed over years of dancing. Very much influenced by my training and then, in more recent 
years, by my own choreography and impulse to move. This too, is influenced by past 
choreographers and current teachers in contemporary movement. Movement identity is 
deliberate because of how I like moving and that I like, perhaps unconsciously to mimic 
choreographers’ styles/work. 
 
The unfolding of a self-reflective process is enabled through localising knowledge within 
the dancer’s first person perspective, a position that is supported by the post-modern view of 
identity and self as outlined by Deleuze and Guattari in the previous section. This view is further 
enhanced by Braidotti (2002: 70), whose notion of ‘becoming minoritarian’ refers to a process of 
finding empowerment and agency from within a ‘subject position’ – in this case, the silent dancer.  
The moving identity also incorporates the orientation of the dancer as a gendered, socially 
and culturally located subject. In the social realm, embodied acts anchor the individual’s sense of 
identity in a kind of ‘gendered’ performance. Ann Cooper Albright (1997: 5) examines the ways 
in which ‘culture is embedded in experiences of the body and how the body is implicated in our 
notions of identity’. She engages with the work of Judith Butler7 in relation to the enactment of 
gender roles and how the performance of ‘repeated acts. . .congeal over time’ to form what 
appears to be a stable identity.  
Cooper Albright (1997: 8) further asserts that this identity can in turn be destabilised due 
to the ‘existential limits of performance’ and the ways in which ‘repeated acts undermine the 
stability of the very gender they are said to express’.8 This instability arises from the difference 
that becomes apparent to the subject through countless repetitions of these movements. Cooper 
Albright (1997: 9) asks ‘How does one interrupt the ‘naturalised’ gendered physicality (the 
repetitions of which create a sense of stability) in order to stage the more ‘performative’ one 
(whose repetitions establish instead an unstable category)?’ I approach this question through 
exploring Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) notion of ‘de-stratification’ in conjunction with Rosi 
Braidotti’s (2000; 2002) feminist perspective on Deleuzean concepts. 
 
2.3. Materially bound ‘intensities and flows’ 
 
The full body without organs is a body populated by multiplicities.  
                          (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 30) 
 
Braidotti (2000) writes from a position that could be described as ‘the materialist school 
of the flesh’. She presents ways in which subjectivity can be interrogated through corporeal rather 
than conscious frameworks and locates embodied knowledge through a feminist interpretation of 
Deleuzean philosophy and non-dualistic accounts of subjectivity. Braidotti (2000: 159) describes a 
Deleuzean body or ‘body without organs’ which consists of intensities and flows that supersede 
the hierarchy of its biological and symbolic organisation as ‘an assemblage of forces or passions 
that solidify (in space) and consolidate (in time) within the singular configuration known as an 
individual’. 
According to Deleuze and Guattari’s notion of multiplicity, a self is contextually 
triggered and is of itself insubstantial as it cannot be located in any single place. Although human 
subjects project a consistency of selfhood, this is in fact an accumulation of behavioural patterns, 
memories and external stimuli rather than the reflection of a deep, essential self. Deleuze and 
Guattari (1987) characterise human subjectivity as a series of ‘becomings’ always fluid and in 
flux, or, as Braidotti (2000: 158) describes it, ‘enfleshed complexity’. She outlines below the 
Deleuzean body as ‘a field of transformative effects whose availability for changes of intensity 
depends, first, on its ability to sustain and, second, to encounter the impact of other forces or 
affects’ (159). 
However, Braidotti (2000: 158–160) stresses that the transformative capability of 
‘becoming’ is not limitless but contained through ‘an ecology of the self’, as the materiality of the 
body presents real physical boundaries. This is not to say that she asserts an ‘essential’ natural 
body but that she recognises the body as ‘matter’ rather than as a site for endless transformations. 
Furthermore, Braidotti (2000: 160–161) states that within the current western ‘bio-political’ and 
‘geo-political’ context, bodies are ‘abstract technological constructs’. Therefore, the relationship 
to the body as self is highly complex, as it is mediated through ‘psychopharmacological industry, 
bio-science and the new media’ (Braidotti 2000: 160–161). 
The Deleuzean framework supports an exploration of the contemporary dancer’s practice 
through allowing us to rupture the paradigm of the choreographer and dancer as singular and 
separate entities. Conceptualising the dancer and choreographer as ‘forces or passions’ that engage 
in processes of becoming across a range of networks of interaction, as Braidotti (2000: 159) 
suggests describes a fluid process of exchange. Braidotti’s depiction of the body as both materially 
bound and a ‘technological construct’ reveals the complexity of the dancer’s practice and the 
potential challenge in delimiting the boundaries of self-hood within the dance-making process. 
The process of breaking these boundaries of self is inherently linked to independent contemporary 
dance, which is continually re-inventing itself by producing new movement vocabularies.  
As I have outlined above, as dancers break through their body image stability to engage 
with choreography, they interrupt Cooper Albright’s (1997: 9) ‘naturalised’ gendered performance 
as well as the ‘habitus’. The ‘habitus’ is defined by Pierre Bourdieu (1930–) as the unconscious 
bodily enactment of socially inscribed cultural modus operandi. Bourdieu states that human 
subjects become inculcated into societal rules through the control of bodily behaviour and 
therefore, ‘the habitus acts through its bodily incorporation of social relationships’ (Shusterman 
1999: 5, original emphasis).  
I propose that this destabilisation could be related to Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987: 160–
161) notion of ‘destratification’, that is the dissolution of the everyday signifying identity markers, 
which create a sense of a unified self. ‘De-stratification’ involves a revolution of the self. It 
requires subjects to ‘shake off’ the oppressive forces that connect them to social power matrices. 
Although they encourage this contravention, Deleuze and Guattari (1987: 160–161) warn that the 
subject has to ‘keep enough of the organism for it to reform each dawn’. So even in the act of 
destabilisation, the subject needs to maintain some level of underlying continuity. This is an 
interesting concept for the independent contemporary dancer who ‘disorganises’ at the beginning 
of a creative process, only to re-organise in a different way that incorporates the new 
choreographic schema. If ‘de-stratification’ could describe the dancer’s process, this implies the 
possibility to transgress, or ‘throw off’ conditioned movement, which can limit and control 
embodied action.  
Although dancers ‘de-stratify’, can they truly be regarded to transgress at all, as they are 
constantly connecting up with systems of choreographic control? I believe so, as through the 
variety of different choreographic systems they will encounter and the constant forming, breaking 
and re-forming of ‘moving identities’, the potential for locating and following inner desires and 
impulses emerges. The process of uncovering and acting on these desires, may take time and 
maturity of approach however, and therefore it could be said that dancers are initially forced to 
‘de-stratify’ through their practical engagement with choreographic systems. 
Braidotti’s mediation of Deleuze and Guattari’s endless transformations, through her 
assertion of the materiality of the body, could be of use to independent contemporary dancers. 
Although dancers engage in endless transformations, they face the limitations of the body on a 
daily basis and this is not without material or indeed psychic consequence. For example, one of 
the contemporary dancers who participated in my research workshops, highlighted how unsettling 
this process can be over time: 
 
It’s more that because of how I’ve worked in recent years, with a few different people. You 
ask ‘What’s my movement identity?’ I don’t have one anymore. All I can do is give on the 
outside of me what somebody else wants to see, remove the places that I’ve definitely wanted 
to go, and get rid of them and go somewhere else and it’s like ‘none of this belongs to me’. 
When I’m improvising maybe that’s what I have to do, to find what me is, but it’s like I’ve 
had plastic surgery.  
(Research participant in Roche 2009: 42) 
 
There are also consequences for those who ‘de-stratify’ or break the boundaries of the 
‘body image’ in the social stratum. If dancers ‘de-stratify’ in movement, they could present an 
uncomfortable reminder of the ‘performative’ and thus ‘non-fixed’ nature of the signifying 
markers that create a sense of unified subjectivity. Furthermore, they are open to exclusion from 




2.4. Dancing with Deleuze 
 
What is real is the becoming itself, the block of becoming, not the supposedly fixed terms 
through which that which becomes passes. (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 238) 
 
The independent contemporary dancer is a kind of journeywoman or journeyman. 
Building a corporeal portfolio of enfleshed experiences and embodied paradigms, dancers invest 
in the bodily incorporation of ideas through interpreting choreography. They move from project to 
project, becoming bodies constituted by embedded movement in embodied traces. It could be said 
that as they engage with it, the choreography becomes another corporeal experience that can 
reshape and remodel their way of moving or moving identity.  
When exploring the variety of choreographic styles that currently exist, it is important to 
acknowledge that, rather than representing closed systems, both dancer and choreographer have 
the potential to influence each other’s moving identities. Geraldine Morris (2001) explored the 
different movement styles of dancers who worked with British ballet choreographer Frederick 
Ashton, and how each dancer’s style influenced his work. She traced the training genealogy of six 
dancers, discussing the physique of each and linking physical attributes such as the ‘expressive 
feet’ of a specific dancer to choreographic stylistic choices in Ashton’s ballets.  
It is evident from Morris’s (2001) text that the influence of certain dancers can become 
embedded in the movement patterns and choices of a choreographer. Rebecca Hilton (Roche 
2009: 26) spoke about this in relation to her work as a dancer with Stephen Petronio (USA) and 
Lucy Guerin (Australia): 
 
You change them just as much as they change you … I can look back at Stephen’s earlier 
work and see me, not just actually me, but my contribution and with Lucy Guerin the same. I 
can see my particular influence on that body of work … It is the way we mark and scar and 
shape each other. 
 
 
Even though the dancer may have a recognisable moving identity, specific aspects of this 
emerge through the encounter with the choreographer and the creative focus of each dance work. 
Although Foster’s (1992) definition of different types of dance aesthetics and styles are very 
useful, her reference to non-specific dancing bodies as exemplified by the term ‘hired body’ is 
fundamentally problematic as it does not address the specificity of how the dancer is called into 
being through each new choreographic context. Paradoxically, the dancer embodies ‘both and’ – 
that is, the potential to be produced as a particular dancer in a specific piece that incorporates a 
particular movement style, and to have an individual signature moving identity.  
Based on current developments within independent dance, it may be less useful to train 
dancers to be a neutral palette in order to embody any or all styles than to enable the dancer to 
begin to develop a signature moving identity. For example, in a recent interview, esteemed New 
York-based dancer and choreographer Sara Rudner (1944–) described her approach to teaching 
technique class as dance program director at Sarah Lawrence College, New York. Rudner focuses 
on maintaining fluidity while building technical awareness by employing two fundamental 
premises: ‘One is stay in motion, don’t stop. The other is to creatively don’t [sic] repeat forms you 
already know, but find a way to get your alignment functioning for you’ (Roche 2009: 58). 
Rudner’s rationale for this approach was to keep dance training focused on a dynamic type of 
engagement with the body-in-flux, rather than repeating habitual movement patterns that may 
ultimately limit the dancer’s ability to incorporate new movement possibilities.  
Rudner’s method maintains a dynamic relationship to embodiment that could form the 
basis for a powerful means of training dancers for the future. She promotes a sense of 
individuality that allows trainee dancers to build dance technique around their individual and 
unique bodily structures. This technique places the dancer at the centre of the learning process by 
exercising agency, making choices and building self-reflexivity rather than being a passive surface 
to be inscribed upon. Rudner’s purpose is ‘to make technical practice a creative act’ (Roche 2009: 
58). It is clear that this approach prepares the dancer to have a dynamic relationship to movement 
that can then be transferred to creative work with a choreographer. 
 
3. Conclusion 
Thus, the dancer is not a tabula rasa but has a style, culture and propensity for movement 
that she/he brings to a choreographic situation.  
Although the moving identity can appear to be stable, it is also sufficiently flexible to 
‘shake off’ the signifying factors that construct the sense of a unitary self, such as body image, 
gender and the habitus. In this way, the dancer negotiates a relationship between stability and 
change. This flexibility enables dancers to embody a number of different choreographic styles and 
become many bodies in one body. Indeed, a dance piece could be conceptualised as a temporary 
resting place or landing site for a specific embodied identity that both absorbs the dancer fully and 
gives a sense of stability for a period of time, albeit finite.  
The progression from distinct choreographic styles into individualistic choreographic 
signatures has changed the ‘labour’ of the dancer from perfecting one technique to embodying a 
series of different choreographic incorporations over time. However, the degree to which the 
dancer’s moving identity and creative engagement impact on the formation of choreographic work 
has no been explored in detail through dance studies. As we start to discuss independent 
contemporary dancers who may not be aligned to one particular recognisable canonical technique, 
there are fewer external markers to define them. The transformation from student dancer to 
competent Graham dancer is traceable, the shift from student dancer to independent dancer who 
may engage in a different choreographic style in each project may be less so; they may just look 
like themselves. If, as Deleuze and Guattari (1987) suggest, the self is contextually triggered, then 
perhaps it is no longer possible to discuss the dancer outside the actual movement context with 
which she/he is engaged. Furthermore, perhaps it may also be insufficient to discuss the 
choreography outside the dancers who embody it. Ramsay Burt (2004: 30) writes: 
 
Too often dance analysis means the analysis of a disembodied ideal essence conventionally 
called ‘choreography’ – rather than an analysis of the performance of that choreography by 
sometimes troubling and disturbingly material dancing bodies. 
 
Prevalent discourses in dance research often fail to conceptualise the material processes of dance 
production on its own terms. Although in professional circles it is often understood that the 
dancer/choreographer relationship is creatively collaborative, this understanding is not reflected in 
the dance marketplace where choreographers are generally cited as the signature artists of the 
dance work. Nor is it an established view within dance studies where choreography is often 
critiqued as an oeuvre that stands apart from the materiality of its production by dancing bodies, as 
Burt (2004) outlines above. 
The concept of the dancer’s moving identity allows us to discuss the dancer in motion, 
engaged in a process of embodying multiplicity. It offers us the possibility to discuss the 
differences we perceive from dancer to dancer, and for dancers to recognise the influence that 
choreography has on their movement choices. If dance creation is acknowledged as an emergent 
process that involves the dissolution of bodily boundaries into a Deleuzean process of ‘becoming’, 
then it follows that the choreographic outcome and even the choreographer’s practice can be 
significantly influenced through the encounter with the dancer’s moving identity. 
 Deepening our understanding of the embodied processes of dance-making through the 
first-person perspective of the dancer can only advance the creative positioning of dancers into the 
future. Furthermore, enabling dancers to reflect on their creative practice through engaging with 
the notion of the moving identity could assist them in managing the inherent challenges that exist 
within the role, such as negotiating identity and self-hood while moving between choreographic 
processes. Finally, creating new platforms – both in professional practice and academia – for 
dancers to voice their experiences would significantly enhance the field of dance studies, making 
it richer and more complete. 
 
Notes 
1. In this practice-led research, I adopted the role of researcher/participant in creative processes with four 
contemporary choreographers, Rosemary Butcher (UK), John Jasperse (US), Jodi Melnick (USA) and Liz 
Roche (Ireland). The outcome included three original solo works which were performed in the Dublin Dance 
Festival in 2008 and four discussion texts, outlining the unique creative process undertaken with each 
choreographer. 
2. Some of these contributions are anonymous. Otherwise, the interviewees are credited. However, all 
participants are named in the appendix of my PhD thesis (Roche 2009). 
3. Michel Foucault (1977: 148) stated: ‘The body is the inscribed surface of events (traced by language and 
dissolved by ideas)’. 
4. Although this cannot cover current trends in independent dance that have developed since 1992, Foster’s 
mapping of different kinds of ‘dancing bodies’ is useful as a means of uncovering how the creative practice 
of the contemporary dancer developed from earlier approaches. Foster’s descriptions remain relevant to 
current and future developments in dance because many of the techniques she describes are still used today 
within the dance profession. Even more significantly, many of these techniques are utilised within the 
majority of training systems for contemporary dancers. 
5. Sally Gardner (2007) makes a distinction between industrial modes of dance production and artisanal 
practices. She states that industrial models are linked to the hierarchical structures of classical ballet and that 
within the industrial framework ‘artists/artisans lose control of . . . [their] practices – becoming alienated 
from their own labour, losing the power of self-regulation and artisanal self-definition’ (Gardner 2007: 40). 
6. Foster (2005: 113) uses the term ‘originary’ when describing the unique movement approach developed 
by Judson choreographer Elaine Summers’ (USA) in a physical practice through which she questioned ‘the 
process of training through which one’s own body becomes imprinted with others’ aesthetic visions’. 
Summers engaged in these explorations in the 1970s and influenced seminal artists in the UK, such as 
Rosemary Butcher (Foster, 2005). 
7. See Butler (1990) Gender trouble. New York: Routledge. 
8. In my PhD research, the majority of interviewees were female contemporary dancers and my own 
perspective as a woman was also prominent. As gender was not the focus of the research, differences 
between the experiences of male and female dancers were not explored in detail. 
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